This volume is based on a conference held in Berlin in 2001 and deals with nineteenth-century psychiatry in Austria, Germany and Switzerland. Both editors are experts in the field and give an outline of the book\'s aims and objectives in a very well written and informative introduction. They explain many important aspects of the historiography of nineteenth-century psychiatry as a period of formation of the special discipline in German-speaking countries. The two main ideas of the introduction are, first, that the nineteenth century is a unique era in the history of this special discipline and, second, that the theory and practice had a specific impact on and consequences for twentieth-century psychiatry. Engstrom and Roelcke want the book\'s contributions to be the basis for further investigations on these two topics.

What follows are eleven scientifically solid papers. Unfortunately, there is no division in sub-chapters, but the reader can easily sort out the main topics. There are contributions dealing mainly with psychiatric concepts (Michael Kutzer, Kai Sammet, Volker Roelcke), some focusing on the institutionalization of the discipline (Alexandra Chmielewski, David Lederer, Eric J Engstrom), on the public outreach, the patients and acceptance of psychiatry (Harry Oosterhuis, Ann Goldberg), on psychiatry and the law (Urs Germann), on psychiatry and the military (Martin Lengwiler) and, last but not least, on social psychiatry (Heinz-Peter Schmiedebach and Stefan Priebe). It is not surprising that all the papers concentrate on the professionalization of the discipline. Altogether they render a vivid impression of the main features of nineteenth-century psychiatry in the German-speaking countries, and the volume is, therefore, not only a good contribution to research on the topic, but also most useful for postgraduate and post-doctoral education. Four contributions are in English (Engstrom, Oosterhuis, Goldberg, Schmiedebach and Priebe), promoting an international discussion on the respective subjects. There is also a good index of persons enabling easy access to the important protagonists of the discipline who are discussed.

The weaknesses of the volume are some omissions. These concern the main outline of the book. In particular, the German setting of the controversy between the directors of rural asylums and professors of university psychiatry invites international comparison. Why only in Germany? Was there an impact on psychiatry in general? Although the book focuses on conditions in German-speaking countries, this topic should have been given at least a paragraph in the introduction. The second point is more serious. The book deals almost solely with nineteenth-century conditions, hardly touching on the reception of traditional psychiatry in the twentieth-century, and its impact on long-term developments is largely ignored, apart from a few meagre comments in some of the papers. In my view, it would have been worthwhile including a paper devoted solely to this aspect, giving consideration among other things to the period of National Socialism (which is treated in the introduction at some length) and the history of post-1945 Germany.

Notwithstanding these two points, this is a very good work, which fulfils the editors\' aim of promoting research on the topic and providing an overview of nineteenth-century German psychiatry. Also, even if this is not the editors\' primary intention, the volume provides a basis for future comparative investigations on western psychiatry. Every institution with an interest in the history of the field should have this book.
